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André Perret: A Treasure!
Whether a forgotten star or simply a reserved man, André Perret isn’t the first name to come to mind when you think of Saint-Joseph or Condrieu. When he is mentioned, however, sommeliers’ eyes light up, and at industry trade shows crowds rush to his table. He pours his wines without self-promotion; there’s no need. Perret is a treasure.

Stop! It was back there! Perret’s cellar isn’t exactly easy to find. It’s located in the locality of Verlieu, barely visible from the Chavanay exit where the highway straightens out into a straight line shooting towards Condrieu. We were told it would be just outside of the hamlet, on the right-hand side of the street, 100 meters past the church. Make a U-turn and go very slowly. And there it is, like an island, at the head of a path. On the other side of the street there are several houses, then the granite cliff zebra-striped with vines up to the plateau. André Perret only speaks when he has something to say, and when he does, he speaks simply.

“I’ve never had enough wine. Buyers for wine shops and restaurants came to see me, but I had very little to sell in 1983, my first vintage. I had just quit my job as a biologist in medical research. I wanted to breathe, to see the sun. Planting vines seemed ideal to me. I started with the 1500 meters of Syrah I had inherited on the Coteau de Chery. A year later, several acres from my uncle doubled my production. At the time there were barely any of us in this area, no more than ten of us led by Georges Vernay, who had recently revived Condrieu.” 

Today André Perret works 12 hectares divided among the appellations of Condrieu (4.5 hectares) and Saint-Joseph (4.5 hectares red, 1 hectare white), and table wine (2 hectares). Like the vineyards, the operation has grown over the years, but nothing extravagant, no monumental warehouse, just several additions to the building to keep up with the increase in volume….
You don’t hear much talk about André Perret. However, it’s rare to find a fine restaurant that doesn’t have his wine. The Pyramid, in Vienna, was his first client in the early 1980s. Then a big boost quickly came from chef Pierre Gagnaire: “In 1986 I was invited to the ceremony where a restaurant in Saint-Etienne received their second Michelin star. I supplied the Condrieu. I spent the entire day there, and the connections came naturally. From that point on, it hasn’t let up,” explains André. He cites the first contacts who come to mind: Pic in Valence, Bocuse in Lyons, L’Arpège in Paris, Le Petit Nice in Marseille, Troisgros in Roanne, Georges Blanc in Vonnas, the Ibarboure brothers in the Basque country…. A true, unspoken notoriety, in keeping with the serious, discreet nature of winemaker. Two stunning cuvees reveal at least partly the secret to his success. First, the basic Condrieu, from the 2010 vintage—a year when André harvested a portion of his grapes just as they reached maturity, and another portion at full maturity. The average alcohol content is 14.5%, which might seem high, but Monsieur Perret is a born architect: the balance is perfect, leaving no discernable trace of the alcohol level. The freshness, a product of the mineral tension, reflects the vertical terroir; a subtle palette, designed like a blueprint guiding the taste buds to flavors of white and yellow fruits, and finally to this delicate bitterness that refreshes the captivated mouth one last time. Complexity, complexity… from the vines to the élevage, which is only half in oak barrels, half of which are new.  The work of a master.

Moving to red, a 2009 St.-Joseph “Les Grisières,” from 70-year-old vines, displays somber colors of black ruby and offers a nose that is equally dark and mysterious. Ink and licorice root introduce dusky scents into the soaring burst of iris and lily. On the palate, the impish Grisières is playful, taking on a savage air to carry us away in a whirlwind of crushed berries. Fresh, delicately musky juices flow bountifully. A delicacy. 

“You can hold onto it four or five years, it has the acidity for it.” The élevage is entirely in oak barriques, 20% new. 

Here are two wines in the image of their creator, architect-winemaker or mischievous country farmer. Two faces to the same man: generous but reserved, even timid. He will speak to you with friendly informality in the cellar, to then return to a proper, formal manner of speech in the vines, seemingly at random—how this happens is of little importance. What is important, then? The care given to each vine, the maturity of the grapes. The essential raw material, which allows for the creation of this precise balance that the whites transcend. The reds, on the other hand… just as perfectly defined, of course, they prefer to crunch between your teeth, fruity, floral, sensitive, and impressive. They give a more immediate pleasure. 

“I’ve never done any marketing or publicity. The Press, Robert Parker for instance, helped me find contacts in export. Today 50% of my production leaves the country,” André affirms. He is modest despite his success and has the humility of those who have worked the earth for a long time. To hear him tell it, everything has been simple, natural. As natural as talent.
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